The rise in popularity of "food studies" has produced renewed interest in the history of agriculture and U.S. agrarian reform movements, including a virtual renaissance in the study of the United Farm Workers and the farmworker movement of the 1960s and 1970s.
February 1, 2010

DearReaders:
Thank you in advance for reading this work-in-progress. I recently drafted this article manuscript for a forthcoming anthology commemorating the 25 th anniversary of the publication of Michael Omi and Howard Winant's Racial Formation in the United States (University of California Press, forthcoming). The article comes from research I conducted for my forthcoming book, A Moveable Feast: The United Farm Workers in the Age of the Grape Boycott (University of California Press, forthcoming), which I have been working on at Yale University as a fellow in Agrarian Studies. I chose to submit this piece instead of the announced paper, "I heard it through the Grapevine: Internationalizing the UFW Grape Boycott," because the length of this one fits within the accepted format of the colloquium (limit 35 pages), and because I have been invited to present on the history of the boycott at the Colloquium on Food, Agriculture and the Environment on March 3, 4:30-6, Kroon Hall. If you are interested in this topic, I hope you will attend.
In this article, I focus on the culture of growers and the ethnic and racial divisions among them, especially those influencing the lives of Armenian and Japanese American growers. The piece is an amalgam of my first chapter that explores the origins of grape growers' culture, and a later chapter concerning the conflict between the UFW and the growers over the rules and regulations governing the Agricultural Labor Relations Board, especially UFW access to farms during union elections. The second half of the paper explores the campaign to settle the debate by popular vote in the form of Proposition 14 during the November 2, 1976 election. Japanese Americans, as you will see, played an important role in the outcome of this election and signaled a new way of thinking about race among growers.
I look forward to your comments.
Sincerely, Matt
Agrarian Studies Fellow, Yale University 1 These studies have contributed attention to the much overlooked subject of labor, offering a view from below that explores the diversity of workers and activists who struggled for farmworker justice, often with limited success. What is still evolving in the literature is a nuanced look at the growers that these workers and activists faced. Like workers, the growers harbored a significant degree of racial and class diversity that shaped the direction of the movement.
During the early years of California agribusiness development, the cultural divisions among growers proved to be an impediment to organizing within their ranks.
Cooperation suggested sameness in modes of production when in reality growers often grew a variety of crops using culture-bound methods on farms located within ethnicspecific colonies. Although the image of the wealthy Anglo-Saxon grower predominates in current literature on California farming, growers were actually a rather ethnically heterogeneous bunch that often harbored suspicions about their fellow growers. In 19 th and early 20 th centuries, agriculture communities encompassed native Mexican Californios, white colonists from the East and Midwest, as well as large numbers of Italian, Slavic, Armenian, and Japanese immigrants. Later, after World War I, as specialty crops took shape and industries matured, immigrants remained important 2 Like the rest of society throughout the first half of the twentieth century, communities in rural California participated in a process of racial formation, exploring and determining the racial fault lines among them. 3 This fluid condition produced resentment, suspicion, and even hatred among growers, even as they strove for greater cooperation. By the time the Farm Workers Movement hit the industry in the 1960s, these divisions became a liability for growers to overcome and an opportunity for farm worker advocates to exploit.
In this chapter, I explore a process of racial formation among owners of grape farms in rural California throughout the twentieth century. My attention to the histories of two immigrant groups-Armenians and Japanese-considered "Asian" when they LaPiere described the divisions between non-Armenians and Armenians as "racial-cultural" given the racial language used by some of his respondents. For example, a banker who provided credit to many Armenian businessmen in the county told
LaPiere, "the Armenians are, as a race, the worst we have to deal with." Claiming that they "steal, lie and do everything to save a penny," the man compared them to "the nigger who steals his dinner on the way home from church." 13 In special compost technique and model vineyards. 16 The appreciation of his agricultural and marketing skills in the pages of the leading industry magazines signaled a break down in the prejudices experienced by previous generations of Armenians.
As subsequent generations of Armenians settled in California, the tendency to marry non-Armenians gradually became more common. Kikor Arakelian's marriage to Rose Agamian a fellow Armenian immigrant from Constantinople in 1899 would have placed them among 90% of Armenian couples who chose a spouse of the same ethnic background during that period. By 1980, however, Armenians were as likely to marry a non-Armenian as an Armenian, an act that made it harder to deny them their whiteness.
While too much can be made of these marriage patterns, they suggest that assimilation and a retention of ethnic identity occurred among Armenians in Fresno at a time when grapes dominated the agricultural landscape of rural California. His parents refused to allow him to stay home as an act of defiance against such racism.
"When we entered the bus the following morning," Kubo remembered, fellow riders peppered the family with insults, "why don't you Japs go home, you dirty Japs."
Although Kubo and other Japanese American students felt tension throughout the winter and spring on campus, few incidents occurred. Kubo attributed the absence of conflict to the "docile" and "quiet" nature of Japanese Americans, and prided himself on being a part of a people who "were non-reactionary and were able to take abuses…because it doesn't solve anything to get in confrontations with people who don't understand the situation." and told the family they had 48 hours to prepare to relocate to an Assembly center in Arboga, California. Kubo saw the internment as "one of the darkest days amongst the people of Japanese ancestry," mainly for the ways in which the government intruded upon their lives and removed private property from his family and other Japanese you are going to be uprooted from your home; we don't know when you are going to get back, but in the meantime we want you to settle your business; we don't know where we are going to take you; but be prepared to leave for anyplace that we may wish you to go?"
Local whites, whom Kubo referred to as "vultures" in his 1978 oral history, offered to buy appliances at severely discounted prices from the family, adding insult to injury. "It took a lifetime to buy those things," Kubo explained, "and they were offering my parents for the refrigerator and the washing machine two dollars, a dollar and a half, five dollars, and my father said, 'well, even if we had to throw it away, we wouldn't give it to focus of Chávez's wrath." 31 He organized highly visible "no on 14" rallies in Los
Angeles, the San Francisco Bay, and San Diego areas in the week prior to the election drawing as many as 4,000 participants at each event. 32 In each location, he orchestrated successful door-to-door campaigns that rivaled the UFW's supremacy in grassroots outreach, and conducted media events, complete with a country-western music concert that inspired supporters to attend rallies throughout the state. Kubo honed the position of the growers' to an easily-digested message, "Protect Private Property-No on 14
Committee," that the public understood and editorial boards of several urban newspapers and television and radio stations picked up and incorporated into their opinions on the subject. 33 These efforts gave the growers an unprecedented voice in the cities, and helped raise political contributions that supported an increased presence of campaign ads on the airwaves.
34
The union countered these events with an aggressive grassroots campaign of their own, which included community groups that communicated their message via leaflets and door-to-door appeals. In Los Angeles, for example, the Coalition for Economic Survival (CES) worked on behalf of the union to challenge the private property argument as "the old 'big lie' campaign." "They have poured millions into a demagogic 'vote no'
campaign," CES's steering committee wrote to its members, "using the phony 'private property' slogan." 35 As the election neared, Chávez's attack on the validity of the private property argument became more urgent. In a speech to 800 supporters in National City, Chávez implored the partisan crowd not to take victory for granted and urged everyone to take individual responsibility for challenging the growers' attempt to confuse voters.
"We've got to tell the people that [the private property argument] is a phony issue," he warned, "or we're in trouble." 36 In many posters and fliers throughout the months leading up to the election, the UFW routinely drew attention to Kubo's private property argument as "the Big Lie" and republished articles identifying the wealthy growers who contributed to Citizens for a Fair Labor Law. 37 The union also highlighted the many politicians whom they counted as allies, including President Jimmy Carter, Governor
Jerry Brown, Mayor of San Francisco, George Moscone and Mayor of Los Angeles, Tom
Bradley. 38 None of these endorsements helped the union in the end. Voters handed the Kubo identified both farm workers and African Americans as the largest and most significant groups carrying such a "chip." He labeled farm workers a "unique" people whose unpredictable nature made them undeserving of anything more than the minimum wage. According to Kubo, "some come early, some won't show up at all," but on average, "they're not responsible enough in a lot of instances to call up and say I won't be there tomorrow." Kubo reserved his harshest criticism for African Americans, whom he called a "handicapped people" for their presumed dependence on welfare. According to Kubo, by providing African Americans welfare "you destroy any incentive or desire [for them] to work on their own and to persevere." 45 Kubo contrasted these groups and others interested in government subsidies with Japanese Americans whom, he testified, pooled their resources and labor to become successful farm owners. Kubo believed, "If the Japanese-American can do it under these handicaps, the alien land laws, the fact that our parents couldn't be naturalized and the incarceration during the war years, and they could still come back and have enough perseverance and determination to try, then anybody in this country could own a piece of land if they really wanted to." resemblance" had more to do with the sharing of food, childcare and the duties of farming rather than a consciousness about the two groups' parallel histories of pursuing whiteness in U.S. courts during the early 20 th century. 47 He acknowledged how instrumental the kindness of others was in their road back to society, at one point emphatically stating, "I don't ever recall any acts of discrimination, prejudice, [or] uncomfortableness" after the war. In the end, the acceptance of Japanese Americans by white growers depended on the activism of Nisei farmers who, like Harry Kubo, espoused political positions useful to all growers regardless of race. By the time Kubo initiated his "No on 14" campaign in the name of private property rights, the racial ideology of California society had shifted from a belief in skin-color as a determinant of intellect and ability to a notion that these markers had little consequence in the trajectory of "minority" groups. Kubo served as the ideal representative of this idea, having overcome the internment to become a successful farmer and a valued member of the agribusiness community. His value was largely predicated on his willingness to articulate a "model minority" perspective that challenged
Mexicans, Filipinos, and African Americans to be more like Japanese Americans and allowed growers not to take responsibility for the poor health and inadequate education of their workers. Finally, the example of Kubo's life illustrates how, at least for Japanese Americans, the path of acceptance by society now came by way of embracing nonwhiteness and identifying with a history of racialized oppression rather than disowning it.
